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MIS: A Perspective
Nicholas John Robak, Ph.D.,
Saint Joseph's University
Abstract
It has been a decade since a workshop was conducted in Hawaii with the intent of discussing and giving the
domain of Management Information Systems some structure so as to aid in the area of research [Jenkins,
1986]. The past ten years have not led to a plethora of works whose intention was to define, clarify, or
better explicate the role of MIS in today's disciplinary hierarchy. Do we understand WHERE MIS belongs
any better today than we did at the 1986 conference? This paper is an attempt to put the pieces which have
been strewn over the past years into some order so that we can observe what has been done and offer some
direction as to possible points of convergence as well as potential theoretical advancement. This paper is a
work in progress in the sense that an effort has been made to gather many of the pieces and now suggest
some possible avenues for coalescence and growth (Habermas and Parsons). The author feels that Parsons
and the "functionalist" perspective will provide direction in the understanding of the purpose and the
possible placement of the complex, elusive and formidable realm expressed as Management Information
Systems.
Body Of Submission
In the beginning, there was Thomas Kuhn [1962] writing for the natural sciences with an intent quite
different from his outcome. Kuhn's small and epistemological attempt at positioning the historical
development of natural sciences has ballooned well beyond its initial purpose. The subject area or domain
of this discipline (MIS) is one of the greatest problems when the nature of THE paradigm definition is
sought. In fact, those who try [Weber, 1985, Huber, 1983, Ein-Dor, 1986, Kauber, 1986] seem frustrated in
their attempt. As for an appropriate focus from which to define a MIS paradigm the author of this paper
accepts the proposition set forth by Wand and Weber [1986]. The referent set is that which "describes the
behavior of the information system in light of its internal structure." If this is accepted as the beginning the
earlier point of the protean nature in addition to the alacrity of change with which the emergent discipline
must grapple the problem is simplified.
An excellent beginning article to put MIS into perspective would be Dickson [1981] which is both
historical and comprehensive. After such an introduction as well as the necessary "updating" to put the
reader into the MIS "present," it would be appropriate to present "other" approaches to the subject matter.
For example, Kast and Rosenzweig [1972] help to lend another perspective (General Systems Theory), this
author believes that General Systems Theory is the referent discipline and the additions to MIS are
artifacts.
As has been done with subject matter in both the natural as well as the social science realm there are
several attitudes which can be taken by researchers when the explanation of various phenomena is
attempted. A classic example within the scope of MIS would be the Critical Social Theory (CST)
Perspective espoused by Heinz Klein [1986]. Klein asserts that it is the social context which is the pivotal
criterion when assessing information systems research and information systems development (ISD). Klein
then proceeds to break ISD into six categories of social action (Instrumental, Strategic, Communicative,
Normatively Regulated, Discoursive, and Dramaturgical) which can be observed. Although Klein argues
ardently in favor of a perspective developed by the Institute of Social Research at the University of
Frankfurt in the 1930s, his elucidation of the subject breaks the log jam created by the polemicists arguing
whether MIS should be considered a science; if so, should we use the concept of framework, paradigm, or
are other concepts preferable and/or applicable?
Without reintroducing the difficulty which Kuhn seems to evoke with the utilization of the concept
(Masterman [1970] asserts that Kuhn uses the term in at least twenty-one different manners), let us accept
the definition derived by Rizer [1975]:

"A paradigm is a fundamental image of the subject matter within a science. It serves to define what should
be studied, what questions should be asked, how they should be asked, and what rules should be followed
in interpreting the answers obtained. The paradigm is the broadest unit of consensus within a science and
serves to differentiated one scientific community (or subcommunity) from another. It subsumes, defines,
and interrelates the exemplars, theories and methods and instruments that exist within it."
The fact that MIS is relatively "new" to the scientific world is the main reason that the debate about "What
we are?" exists. We accept the fact that this is both a blessing and a curse, however, unless MIS wishes to
be declared a non-discipline and be relegated to the status of a "tool" (much in the same manner as
statistics), it is imperative that a definitive statement be issued about the nature of the discipline. To a great
extent Dickson [1981] does this.
The issue of MIS becoming a "tool" is more important than is often realized by most individuals in the
field. Weber [1985] speaks well to the issue and raises this very real consideration of MIS. Mary Culnan
[1986, 1987] discusses the development of the field in her articles which show through author co-citation
analysis informal clusters of research activity. The second study does indeed illustrate a cumulative
research tradition as contrasted with the initial study. Her works begin with the First International
Conference on Information Systems held in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania in 1980. In many ways this can be
looked upon as the formal beginning of the meetings necessary for the "academic confluence" which mark
the inception of the viability of a method for the serious pedagogical investigatory procedures which
characterize a subject matter suitable for scientific investigation.

Competing Paradigms
As the discipline of MIS emerges it appears that so do different approaches to the subject matter. Culnan
[1987] distills five distinct factors in her research: 1) Foundations; 2) Individual (Micro) Approaches to
MIS Design & Use; 3) MIS Management; 4) Organizational (Macro) Approaches to MIS Design & Use;
and, 5) MIS Curriculum. This research is a fine beginning for distinguishing the differences which appear
as co-cited papers appearing in a wide range of journals. Culnan says that the results of her study indicate
that MIS is still pre-paradigmatic but she alludes that perhaps, MIS is a multiple paradigm discipline. Her
research lends itself to the belief that there are parallel alternative approaches to research in organizational
theory and behavior and since MIS may be defined in terms of an organizational subsystem, it may
therefore be realistic to characterize MIS research as having an organizational focus. This author is in
agreement with this approach and believes that MIS can be viewed as a multiple paradigm science or, as
Ritzer [1981] concludes after a detailed analysis, and after a thorough analysis of the levels of social reality,
an integrated paradigm.
As this paper adumbrates, the task elaborated upon leads us to taking the divergent thrusts of the discipline
of MIS and bringing them together under a single theoretical rubric. Ritzer [1981] devotes his major
theoretical efforts toward this task for the discipline of sociology. The author believes that the best manner
in which to do the same for MIS would be to take the approach of functionalism as is best exemplified in
works of Talcott Parsons, especially articulated in his last two works [1977, 1978]. It is in these texts and in
the "explorations" volumes Loubser [1976], that a coherent, unified synthesis of MIS theory and paradigm
articulation can be integrated. "Action Theory" and its application to our newly emergent discipline can
provide the cohesiveness necessary for reconciliation of the various and seemingly disparate approaches.
The research by Lakatos [1970], Robak [1981], and Tiryakian [1978] in which the concept of scientific
research programs is addressed will be an important supplementary aspect for proper evaluation and
integration. A Communications of the ACM article [Banville and Landry] is at the forefront of the
continuing saga concerning the "disciplinary" status of Management Information Systems (MIS).

Parsons versus Habermas
Technical advances make the realm of "social action" relative to the system an ideal starting point for
analysis. The Goss and Richardson [1986] thesis supports this choice and even advances it as the

appropriate manner to define two "distinct and successive paradigms." The paradigmatic debate is further
elaborated in Robak and Leblanc [1988] with the authors arguing for a "unified synthesis of MIS theory
and paradigm articulation" with integration following the efforts of Ritzer [1981] and being best
implemented using the approach of Talcott Parsons as can be discerned from his last two works [1977,
1978] and in the "explorations" volumes of Loubser et al. [1976]. Also, it is appropriate to advance the tact
taken by Sutherland [1988] and Klein [1986] as a means for direction of the sphere designated generically
as MIS. Both above-cited authors seize the attractive tenets of Jurgen Habermas and adherents of the
Critical Social Theory (CST) as a means to grapple with the "human" side of the MIS equation and the
proper organization of theoretical efforts in the entire Information System realm. These authors are to be
lauded for their application of a renown social theorist to lend order to a discipline fraught with theoretical
uncertainty and severe intellectual fragmentation as to "the" proper approach for analysis.
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